Abstract: Policy related to refugee integration focuses on economic factors, while integration is not clearly operationalized nor is it being systematically measured and tracked in policy implementation. This study poses the question, how can local-level integration be conceptualized based on the perspectives of resettled refugees, to add nuance to policy. Using a case study approach with a nation-wide scale, data include 40 interviews and five focus groups with leaders of Bhutanese refugee-run organizations in 35 cities across the United States. Findings illustrate the importance of bonds, bridges and links in non-linear, relational integration. Findings also suggest that better access to services and resources is the responsibility of policy-makers and would lead to stronger bridges over time. This complicates existing policy and implies that resettlement programming should remain individualized and contextual from the ground level to the national level.
Introduction
Refugee integration is nebulously defined on the home page of the federal institution of refugee resettlement: "The Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) helps new populations maximize their potential in the United States by linking them to critical resources that assist them in becoming integrated members of American society" (US ORR 2019). According to the most recent government assessment of US resettlement policy, "Integration is also a part of ORR's mission and overall goal", and resettlement officials and practitioners "consider integration to be a central aspect of refugee resettlement" (US GAO 2012). ORR "aim(s) to prepare refugees for long-term integration into their communities" (US GAO 2012) .
However, at local, on-the-ground levels of policy implementation, "integration" is not clearly operationalized nor is it systematically measured or tracked (US GAO 2012; Brick et al. 2010, p. 15) . Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and service providers attributed the lack of measurement to having no definition of integration in federal policies that drive programming (US GAO 2012) . 'Integration' exists as a concept in policy discourse on websites and in on-the-ground practice, but integration is not an explicit goal of the Refugee Act of 1980, the original refugee resettlement legislation in the United States. Instead, federal resettlement policy specifies self-sufficiency as a desired outcome; while the term 'integration' is not present (Refugee Act 1979) . Self-sufficiency as a policy goal means that refugees' employment becomes the focus of frontline workers and practitioners in the field (Darrow 2015 (Darrow , 2018 Gonzalez Benson and Taccolini Panaggio 2019) .
The ambiguous policy aim of 'integration' combines with the official policy aim of self-sufficiency, defined as non-dependence on public assistance via employment. Integration then becomes focused on financial issues in both practice and research. In the recent report on integration by the Migration Policy Institute (MPI), the measures of integration were exclusively related to economic well-being: on employment, unemployment and underemployment rates, income, and public benefits (MPI 2015) . Language abilities and education were also measured but within the context of employment (MPI 2015) .
While economic self-sufficiency measures one aspect of integration, it is not all-encompassing and fails to account for complexities related to resettlement and integration. Additionally, this measure may be more tailored to the federal level of programming, without understanding of how local communities integrate new arrivals. The prioritization of economics in resettlement policy may have been necessary to gain political support for acommunity (Gonzalez Benson 2016) , but institutional economic priorities may be at odds with the daily lives of particular people placed in particular places. It is unclear how integration in communities and cities compares to definitions of integration that come from policy. This study examines local-level integration from the perspective of resettled refugees, using a case study approach and drawing from theoretical frameworks. The aim is to help fill that gap in refugee policy research in the United States.
This study distinguished between how native-born persons may integrate with new environments throughout their lives. Migrant integration is not examined from the perspective of economic well-being or marginalization from a certain community, but rather, from a broader question of what it means to become part of a new sociocultural space; and how social policy acknowledges and participates in that process.
As mentioned, policy around refugee integration has primarily been preoccupied with economic considerations. This study's main focus is integration at the level of individual refugee experience. By looking at the lives impacted by policy, we can analyze whether that policy is successful or not, and whether it is applied consistently. By examining resettled Bhutanese refugees in the United States, this study compares policy-based notions of integration with ones that are nuanced and evolving, like refugees themselves. The study examines perspectives of Bhutanese refugees as case study, as researchers have positionalities and experience working with this population. Research inquiry focuses upon 'how integration can be conceptualized using Bhutanese refugees' perspectives'. We draw from notions of 'bonds, bridges and links', detailed below, for that conceptualization. Our findings suggest that there is no constant definition of integration, but that the economics-based definitions in resettlement policy are not always what are reflected in the experiences of becoming part of a community. Flexible policy is therefore necessary. Leaders of refugee organizations were consulted for this study, and our conclusion references their experiences and their suggestions. Bhutanese refugees are deemed an effective case study for two reasons: they are present throughout the United States is dispersed, and they are known for their participation in community organizing both in cities and in refugee camps (discussed further below).
Bonds, Bridges, and Links
Other scholars have challenged an economic emphasis on integration and viewed it instead as a 'two-way' and 'non-linear' experience (Ager and Strang 2008; Atfield et al. 2007; Vrecer 2007 ). Integration does not assimilate one group into the whole of another group but rather comingles two different perspectives and ways of life to create symbiotic and diverse sociocultural ecosystems (Vrecer 2010) . (Ager and Strang 2008) state that the perspectives of both newcomer community and existing society are necessary to avoid the faulty idea of integration as "'insertion' of one group amidst another". Refugees perceive what it means to be in a new nation, and native-born residents consider what it means to welcome new members into a preexisting society.
The 'two-way' approach to research evolved in response to perspectives that discussed integration in a more linear manner. Such research only considered how well refugees acculturated into broader society (Ager and Strang 2008; Malkki 1992; Han 2013; Phillimore 2010 ) and prioritized longevity of housing and employment (Birgier et al. 2016) . By conceptualizing integration as two-way and non-linear, the 'receiving community' is implicated in refugee integration and resettlement with equal weight as the 'entering community'.
Integration from a mutual partnership or non-linear lens is comprised of three elements: bonds, bridges, and links (Boateng 2010; Strang and Ager 2010) . Bridges and links refer to social and cultural relationships that extend beyond the refugee community; bonds refer to relationships within the refugee community. Each element plays a distinct and important role in the integration process (Martone et al. 2014; Cheung and Phillimore 2017) , as detailed in our discussion and conclusion. Integration in the extended community is necessary for upward mobility (Cheung and Phillimore 2017) . Social capital, or the value associated with relationships in social settings, is important in refugees' sociocultural integration (Boateng 2010; Sime and Fox 2014) , although a critique of social capital is also necessary to account for the ways through which social capital for resource-poor communities can also constrain them to within-group social networks (Zetter et al. 2005) .
Much research has considered integration as two-way and non-linear. Ager's idea of integration was more intentional in including qualitative narratives from refugees themselves (Ager and Strang 2008; Strang and Ager 2010; Vrecer 2010; Platts-Fowler and Robinson 2015) . However, such discussions are largely missing within discussions of refugee resettlement in the United States.
Within the United States, little has been published that specifically speaks to the social and cultural aspects of refugee integration (Tyson 2017) . Though there is a rich body of US literature on integration, assimilation, and adjustment (Massey 1981) , integration has been largely examined as immigrant integration. Few studies consider refugees, in particular, as a subset of immigrant populations.
The bulk of studies on refugee resettlement in the United States is concerned with policy relevance (Bakewell 2008 ) and has focused on economic considerations or employment (MPI 2015; Darrow 2015) , given that self-sufficiency is the aim of US resettlement policy. Darrow (2015) , Smith (2013) , and Gonzalez Benson and Taccolini Panaggio (2019) analyze the emphasis on employment by state-contracted refugee-serving organizations. Nevertheless, such studies concern themselves with the economic aspects of integration. Moreover, these studies do not focus on 'integration'-only imply it-when discussing economic considerations. Similarly, other US-based studies also only indirectly examine integration via related topics, such as food (Patil et al. 2010) , housing, healthcare, education (Kenny and Lockwood-Kenny 2011) , health, and mental health (Birman and Tran 2008) . Other studies focus on earlier refugee groups, such as Hmong and Bosnian refugees (Duchon 1997; Grigoleit 2006; Franz 2003) , and others focus on native-born perspectives rather than those of refugees themselves (Smith 2013) . "There is not much known about integration" (of refugees in the United States), concluded the most recent report commissioned by the US government for examining resettlement. This study aims to address the gap in considering social and cultural aspects of integration.
Methods
To examine notions of refugee integration at local levels, this paper uses a case study approach with a national scope, focusing on organizational perspectives from key members and leaders of Bhutanese refugee community organizations (RCOs) in cities across the United States.
Case study: Bhutanese refugees. In the late 1980s, the Buddhist-majority government of Bhutan implemented policies that suppressed the culture, language, and belief system of the Nepali ethnic minority group, resorting to violence to implement policy (Rizal 2004 ). More than 100,000 people fled religious and ethnic persecution in Bhutan and sought refuge in refugee camps in Nepal for two decades. Resettlement began in 2008, and over 80,000 Bhutanese refugees have resettled in hundreds of cities across the United States.
Data and analysis. Data are 40 interviews and five focus groups with leaders of Bhutanese refugee organizations. These organizations include 35 RCOs based in the 35 cities in 30 states where Bhutanese refugees were placed by the US government over 10 years of resettlement. Please see Appendix A for the list of cities and states. The cities where the RCOs included in this study were located include cities in the west, south, northeast, and Mid West regions; large, midsize, and small size cities; long-established resettlement cities and emerging cities of resettlement; and cities that may reflect different political leanings towards refugees (and immigrants). The national scope of data enabled the study to examine concepts of integration across various cities and locales. As this study examines only one refugee group, ethnicity was not a factor that needed to be considered. The specific analysis is part of larger research project on the organizational life of Bhutanese refugees.
This study used snowball recruitment, as is common for trying to engage elusive communities, such as refugees (Atkinson and Flint 2001) ; four Bhutanese RCO leaders initiated contact by identifying participants in their networks. The 40 interviewees and focus group participants were leaders or key members of Bhutanese RCOs. All interviewees and focus group participants were male, spoke English, and had some employment and/or educational experience, and thus had relatively high socioeconomic status (SES). Such characteristics are generally representative of organizational leaders of Bhutanese refugee communities in the United States. A research design that focuses on organizational leaders has advantages and disadvantages. On the one hand, such organizational leaders have access to insights, values, and experiences of community members and are thus able to convey insights from the community. On the other hand, their ideas and experiences only indirectly reflect ideas of individuals and families in the community. That is to say, their organizational perspective may nevertheless privilege their own perspectives as leaders and their own SES status. This limitation justifies further studies that directly capture additional perspectives of refugees, particularly those with lower SES.
Interviews, focus groups, research consultations, and other aspects of research planning were conducted in English, as most Bhutanese refugees who are organizational leaders speak English sufficiently. As such, there was no translation process involved in this study; English language competency was, in effect, a criterion for selecting participants. Nevertheless, transcribed interviews (used as data in this paper) were revised for grammar and comprehension.
Sampling in this study was limited to particular areas and may not be representative of a larger region. Certain states were not included in the study due to recruitment challenges; there were few Bhutanese refugees in those states, and most had relocated to other cities by the time the data was collected. Locating participants in those states and cities was challenging. Furthermore, it was determined that data saturation was reached, and continued data collection for more states was not needed (Guest et al. 2006 ) had been reached, and recruitment was curtailed. Systematic analysis of city-level and state-level variation were not conducted for this study, and is a limitation. Future studies could explore how perspective-at both the organizational and individual level-may vary depending on location.
The interviews were based on the Guide for Organizational Profile Interviews (Anucha et al. 2006 ), used for examining refugee organizations (Lacroix et al. 2015) . Focus groups expanded on concepts discussed in interviews. The fifth focus group was conducted for member checking (Kidd and Parshall 2000) to discuss and elaborate on initial findings. Participants in the five focus groups were leaders or key members of the five RCOs based in different cities. The first focus group was conducted in the city with the largest number of Bhutanese refugees at the time of data collection. The subsequent four focus groups were based on snowball sampling from these networks. The first author conducted the fifth focus group in 2018 as a second phase of data collection. In 2015, the second author collected primary data used in this study. The first author has worked in the field of refugee resettlement for two years and maintains a relationship with Bhutanese RCOs in one city. The second author, meanwhile, for more than a decade, has worked with Bhutanese RCOs in five US cities, and continues to conduct research with these groups today.
Interviews and focus groups were audio recorded and transcribed, and analyzed using Atlas.ti, which allows for management and analysis of qualitative data. Analysis involved open coding. The second author coded for concepts specified in the Interview Guide as well as other evident concepts. Early on, themes related to social and cultural integration emerged. Second-level coding, conducted by the first author, used an abductive approach (Timmermans and Tavory 2012) . Analysis incorporated empirical data and existing theoretical frameworks on integration.
Results
The results of the study are sorted into themes, based on an analysis of bonds, bridges, and links. This approach valorizes nuanced definitions of integration as described by participants.
"And slowly, the integration and the growing and the learning, and now I am ok." US refugee resettlement policy primarily focuses on survival needs and employment. Yet, Bhutanese refugees expressed that there is more to their lives in the United States than economic survival. As one participant said, "You know, the US government has provided us with food, with jobs, with everything that are the basic needs. But that's not all that we need. We need other cultural things, our identities are there, other things that are there: cultural identities, or language, or culture".
The participant refers to "government" at the federal level and in the context of resources provided to all newly arrived refugees upon entering the United States. However, the second part of the participant's quote refers to integration at the local level-where culture, language, and identity play out. This participant's quote succinctly reflects on the disconnection between national policy and local-level integration-what we refer to below as bridges, links, and bonds.
Bridges as Individuals, Families, Communities: "Striking the Balance between"
Gaps between the Bhutanese refugee populations and the larger community can be addressed through bridges-interpersonal connections with people outside one's cultural group. Bridges foster a sense of connectedness and acceptance between people of a region, city, or workplace (Strang and Ager 2010) .
Local community events. Community events were suggested as a way to share culture with outside Bhutanese refugee populations. Many participants offered examples of what this process could look like on the local level. One participant shared that in his midwestern city, "Once or twice a year, there is to be a show, where American people and other immigrants, and Bhutanese and immigrants from other countries, would do the programs together. So that could relate to integration among Bhutanese people and people from other countries including Americans".
Participants often spoke of events like this. Local community events were tangible ways that cultural practices could be both preserved and shared. Another interviewee from a southern city said, "We are organizing multicultural festivals. We invited different people. There was English song being sung by a white person, there was a Spanish song, some Spanish people came, and in Bhutanese also". These events helped local leaders better understand Bhutanese refugees and their needs: "The Mayor was very cooperative, even the city councilmen, by attending the cultural event". Other studies have also found that social events are key to cultural exchange. Studies show that when events, such as cultural expositions and music shows (Lewis 2010) , are hosted by refugees and open to the larger community, both parties perceive integration positively (Lewis 2010; Ulack 2013) .
Individual and families. Many participants spoke of people who had been particularly helpful and meaningful during the integration process. One RCO leader from a midwestern city shared the story of meeting an American professor in a park. They met because of the professor's dog, but as they talked, they formed a bond that remained with this participant and her family for years. She said of the professor and her family, "The best part was that [the professor] was happy that my mother, who spoke no English at all, because the professor was helping us every day with that, my mother, she started to speak English, she started going to a job. They helped us find jobs for my mother and they found after school program for me and my brother to go to . . . they did pretty much all that for a couple of years and I'll never forget".
For another RCO leader from a northwestern city (Rhode Island), integration is successful when, for example, "[People] from the American community come to a Nepali family, sit together for two or three hours, discuss. If there is a language barrier, they will try to have some interpreter. And see how the Nepali family would know how to raise a child in America and the American mom will know how to raise a child in Nepal. So they will know this is how the culture will get exchange and people will learn".
Relationships like this bridged cultural gaps, and created connections. Another participant shared that his wife went to their neighbor's apartment after her husband lost his job, "and she was crying with her and said 'my husband he lose his job and we have to pay. It is day 27 and we have to pay the rent and we don't have money to pay the rent'". The neighbor helped them talk to their landlord and look for new work. This relationship has remained over years, and this participant identifies the neighbor as a key player in their early days in the United States. In this case, the relationship was a connection to the extended community, and a resource during difficult times.
Links as Connections to Persons and Institutions: "US Government or Resettlement Agencies Do Not Focus on The Cultural Practices"
This study also shows how public resources and opportunities help narrow the integration gap. The relationship between a person and their social system can be thought of as links (Ager and Strang 2008) , or an individual's connections to institutions and resources (Boateng 2010) . Links are strengthened through access to social services and, therefore, equal access to services and programs is necessary for integration of resettled refugees (Strang and Ager 2010; Platts-Fowler and Robinson 2015) .
Many participants in our study, however, lacked links. At the institutional level, the cultural values and norms of refugees were not considered. One participant said succinctly that the "US government and resettlement agencies do not focus on the cultural practices". In a midwestern city, one interviewee acknowledged, "[the resettlement agency] is running that class and another job class. but what the organization is providing is not adequate". Another shared, "how can we tell the US government [about our culture]? Still they do not help us, they do not ask". Participants recognized that the broader US systems were not intended to help refugees beyond the basic initial resettlement process. Here, the participant refers to "government" as state-level leadership. One participant had suggested that his RCO presented ideas for better local-level integration programs to state senators or to their governor. Such policy decisions are ultimately federally based, though state and city governments can choose to provide supplementary supports for resettled refugees.
Study participants tended to agree that their collectives had few resources and were often "undermined" by institutional actors, a term that one participant from a northeastern city also used. "I mean, we were very weak in terms of relationships because we were new", that participant shared. Several participants discussed the challenges of trying to form partnerships with governmental agencies and established organizations. Another interviewee said, "I met with the city development authority, with a senator, with a state representative, but did not receive direct help".
The bureaucratic process of pursuing American citizenship was also discussed. Being an American citizen was a point of pride for many participants, making the process even more disheartening when it was un-navigable at local levels. For one participant from a southern city, "national integration" meant being "loyal to the US government and the Constitution"; another participant in a different southern city shared that Bhutanese refugees are "people (who) want to work as American citizens" to "support the law of the land". Indeed, citizenship was a critical institution for integration and belonging, as expressed by one participant:
"One thing that is good in life is now I have become a citizen. Before I was a citizen here, I did not [have] a symbol of any country. Because before in Bhutan, our citizenship was taken.
In Nepal, we just stayed there without citizenship. Then we came here, we got citizenship and that's good for me".
Bonds as Culture and Identity: "Integration Is Not to Lose Everything"
Bridges and links are key components to integration according to Bhutanese refugee organizational leaders in our study. These connections to the larger community did not translate into a weakening of within-group connections or bonds. As one participant said, "integration is not to lose everything". Integration, he explained, was not about sacrificing deeply rooted parts of one's life, but rather, an opportunity to grow and share with people of all backgrounds.
"Bonds" refers to family connections, networks, and ethnic communities that allow people to "share cultural practices and maintain familiar practices of relationships" throughout the process of integration (Ager and Strang 2008; Strang and Ager 2010) . Bonds function as protective factors, especially for newly arrived people adjusting to new routines, such as determining where to buy certain foods and where to worship (Ulack 2013) . Sharing mutual experiences was key to the processes of adjustment and familiarization.
Study participants formed bonds through sharing resources, celebrating culture, and building community. Integration that allows groups to maintain individual identity while living in a new place is important. One participant shared, "We want our people to embrace the good things we have . . . don't forget, we value our elders, we value our association with our parents. Don't ever, you know, disregard those things". One way to celebrate cultural identity was through events focusing on food, language, dance, music, and other cultural elements. "Every year, we organize cultural activities", one person said. Another participant stated, "Especially kids-we are targeting them [with these activities]; they should know our culture, they should know our language". For one participant, forming a Bhutanese RCO was a way to support others and to facilitate cultural practice: "The purpose [of our organization] was basically to keep everything and everyone in the loop. I mean staying together, helping each other, maintaining the culture, even maintaining the language, the mother tongue".
Bonds assist integration precisely through the sharing a collective journey. Lessons can be learned by forming bonds with those who share a sociocultural background and are also attempting to become part of a new environment. By participating in cultural events and encouraging such bonds, leaders in the community support the integration process in an intimate and effective way (Ager and Strang 2008) . As one participant noted, "and slowly, the integration and the growing and the learning and now I am ok".
Discussion
While federal policy defines integration as self-sufficiency, refugee narratives illustrate nuanced notions of integration at local levels: bridging, linking, and bonding with individuals, families, and communities. These local-level manifestations of integration are missing in federal resettlement policy, which fixates on economics. Bridging also implicates the broader community-the host or receiving community-in the integration process. Focusing on the relational nature of integration offers a more holistic approach to the resettlement experience for both existing and new communities. However, this study illustrates a vulnerability in connections that link the local level with the institutional level. Like studies about particularly marginalized refugees (Boateng 2010) , our findings show weak connections between the sociocultural aspects of integration and public resources, and inadequate access to culturally meaningful institutional supports. Conclusions may differ by state or city, as determined by local laws, size of NGOs, or community outreach practices. Other studies point to variations in holistic integration processes in state and local governments; but this study does not compare these differences. Links, as defined by Ager and Strang (2008) , are not different in local, state, or national relationships; as such, there is room in the field of refugee studies for research that considers possible differences.
Patterns in the data analyzed here confirm the categorization of bonds, bridges, and links. Participant discussions about relationships fit into those three categories, as they discussed integration.
Refugees spoke of bonds, bridges, and links without being prompted by researchers. As a whole, participants spoke most of bonds-in family life, celebrations, shared meals, and mutual experiences.
Trends in data showed that relationships that fit in the category of bridges were less common, more likely to be connected to difficult circumstances (i.e., asking a neighbor for assistance), and more often required work or planning (i.e., culture-sharing events). When these relationships were built, however, they proved to be more deeply influential in the integration experience than bonds. While bonds tended to keep individuals connected and content in their routines, bridges moved them into a new understanding of life and a broader knowledge of their new country.
Participant stories about links consistently included negative experiences. Interviewees rarely had positive experiences with the social systems they interacted with during resettlement. These organizations left them struggling, unable to reach a full sense of self-sufficiency, even when they were self-sufficient economically.
Conclusions
While participants of this study shared stories of their community activities and neighborly relationships, they offered little about bureaucratic support. From a social policy perspective, these non-responses suggest ineffective integration for refugees at the institutional level. Some participants made suggestions about how their communities could be better supported: longer periods of case management, and more time and autonomy to select employment and housing, and more support in building their community centers to facilitate bonds during the integration process. Many refugees seem willing to offer ideas about how the system could work more in their favor, both economically and otherwise.
Taking these suggestions and stories into consideration, we suggest that link relationships could lay a strong foundation for more bridges. According to our data, links are the weakest factor in sustainable integration, according to interviews. Links can create bridges if, through the process of connecting new refugees with community members who are incentivized to help refugees with day-to-day needs. Rather than being a fixed period, the length of case management could be determined by a moment when refugees are properly prepared for autonomous life in the United States. Sociocultural success ('bonds, bridges, and links') could by measured by practices that offer fuller understanding of integration, much like economic success among refugees is currently measured as economic integration. Such measures would allow comparing outcomes by type of program, population, context and time period. This would facilitate not only accountability and effectiveness but also issues of social justice.
These findings provide a US-based application of the two-way, non-linear, and sociocultural concept of integration, used predominantly in European and in global contexts (Ager and Strang 2008) . This more robust understanding of integration contradicts current US policy focus, which reduces the needs of entire refugee populations to one economic goal. The participants in this study come from various cities in the United States, and the themes of discussion with participants were influenced by the different cities. This perspective aids both policy makers and community builders in challenging the systems involved in integration. Many participants expressed that the more nuanced and personal aspects of their lives were less valorized than aspects that led to better and faster employment. Instead, refugee resettlement should reflect the permanence and complexity of being in a new space. This study suggests that US policy could better address the needs of refugee populations as they manifest at local levels and evolve through the various phases of resettlement.
While national policy provides standards and mandates for resettlement services, state-level governments are better qualified to determine more specific programming (i.e., private or public administration and public-private partnerships). State governments can also add services by using state funds and by seeking discretionary funding from the national government and private sources. Moreover, cities and private/nonprofit resettlement agencies (that implement federal policy) can supplement services for refugees to aid integration at local levels. Localized policy would result in measurements that evolve with changes as experienced by refugees over time as well. Public programs that invest in refugee communities at all levels, including in sociocultural elements could help improve not only employment rates, but well-being for both sides of the two-way process.
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